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      I so, so nearly made it out of the office.

      Eight o’clock in the evening, the report was finished, my laptop was packed into my oversized purse, my car keys were in my hand, and…Knox was standing in the doorway.

      His expression said that I wouldn’t be going home anytime soon. He looked…spooked. And Knox was a former Navy SEAL, so he didn’t spook easy.

      “Dan said you might still be here.”

      Daniela di Grassi was my boss and mentor at Blackwood Security. Through several strokes of luck, both bad and good, I’d ended up working in the Investigations division, and she’d taken me under her wing. For a girl who’d lived on a diet of true-crime podcasts and coffee for years, it was a dream job.

      “What’s up?” I asked Knox, although I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. After twelve hours in the office spent wrapping up a corporate fraud case that had involved not only Investigations but our Forensic Accounting and Cyber teams as well, I needed dinner and then bed. But we’d located three million bucks’ worth of stolen assets—more than the client had been hoping for—so I was looking forward to the meeting with him tomorrow.

      As long as I could get some sleep, that was.

      Knox dropped into the empty chair at the next desk. Not a good sign. “Just got a call from one of my buddies in the teams. He’s overseas right now, but he’s got a family situation here in Virginia. Asked for my help.”

      What did that have to do with me? “Go on.”

      “His little brother got arrested.” Knox paused for a second. “Actually, Micah’s not so little anymore. He’s also their younger sister’s legal guardian, and the Department of Social Services got involved. They’ve put Fenika into a residential home while they search for a temporary guardian, and she’s freaking out.”

      “And you need me to help you find her?”

      “Nah, I know where she is. I was hoping you’d come with me to visit her.”

      “But I’ve never met her.”

      “I’ve never met her either—that’s the problem. Figured maybe she’d feel more comfortable with a woman around.” Knox offered a winning smile, and it was gold-medal-worthy. “Buy you dinner on the way back? Cal just wants to know she’s okay.”

      How long would it take? An hour? Two? I knew how it felt to be alone and in trouble.

      “It’ll cost you a pizza from Il Tramonto.”

      Oh, that smile only got wider. “Appreciate it.”

      “Are we taking your car or mine?”

      “I rode in on the bike today, but if you want to wrap your thighs around me, I have no objections.”

      When I first arrived at Blackwood, the office banter had made me very nervous. Hell, the sheer number of men had left me twitchy. But as I’d settled in, I’d grown to understand the place. Visit the finance department, and the quiet, industrious atmosphere made you want to whisper every word. The Security and Monitoring division, which provided everything from mall cops to event staff to home alarm systems—the bread-and-butter team, Dan called it—was always serious and professional. But climb up the ladder to Investigations or Cyber or Executive Protection, and the atmosphere grew more casual. For the people on the top rung—Emmy Black’s Special Projects division—Blackwood wasn’t just a job, it was a way of life. Lines between work and friendship got blurred. Those folks were a team in every sense of the word.

      And by virtue of my unconventional route into Blackwood—I’d skipped the interview process and gotten rescued from a sex trafficking ring by the company’s directors—I’d found myself a member of that exclusive club. Still very much the newbie, but…accepted. Until I came to Blackwood, I’d felt as if it was me against the world. Now? Now it was us against the world.

      Knox, he was an incorrigible flirt, sometimes filthy with it, but also a gentleman. He’d never act on any of his innuendos. Well, I guess he might if I invited him to? But I never had and I never would. I didn’t date, or hook up, or anything in between. The mere thought of being naked with a man again left me nauseated.

      But the flirting? It was safe. Even fun.

      “Aw, honey, you don’t have enough to hold on to.”

      Knox laughed as I’d known he would. “Got your keys? If you drop me at my place afterward, I can catch a ride with Cade in the morning.”

      I drove a Honda compact, nothing flashy but a huge step up from the clunker I’d owned in Kentucky before my foray into hell. Back then, I’d scraped by as a waitress, working sixty hours a week to survive but not really live. The Honda was my most extravagant purchase to date—an old Blackwood pool car with a few nicks and scratches but a solid engine.

      Even though the work parking lot was well lit, the mid-October darkness was never far away, and I felt safer with Knox by my side as I hurried across the damp asphalt. He folded himself into the passenger seat as I slipped behind the wheel.

      “What did the guy do, anyway?” I asked. “The little brother?”

      Knox’s smile disappeared. “Cal said the cops accused him of taking a girl.”

      The blood in my veins turned to ice. I’d figured on burglary or a bar brawl, but abduction? I knew first-hand the toll that took, and any sympathy I might have had for a man who’d made a stupid mistake flittered away in the evening chill.

      “Did he do it?”

      “Cal says no way, but…” Knox shrugged. “I only met Micah a time or two. Can’t say he struck me as the type, but we all wear masks, don’t we?”

      Yes, we did.

      “Is Cal a good friend?”

      Knox nodded as I started the engine. “Had my back for two years.”

      “What happened to his parents? I mean, for his brother to have custody of their sister?”

      “His father was never on the scene. His mom, she died in a hit-and-run right after Cal completed BUD/S.”

      “Bud-what?”

      “Basic Underwater Demolition SEAL training. He was committed to the Navy, had good money coming in, so Micah dropped out of college to take care of Fenika. The way Cal talks about him, the kid’s a saint.”

      “What about the girl? The one he kidnapped?”

      “We can’t be certain that he did it.”

      “Okay, what about the girl he was accused of kidnapping?”

      “Cal doesn’t know much. Fen didn’t have many details, and like I said, she was freaking out. They’ve been trying to get ahold of Cal for three days, but he was out of range.”

      I assumed “out of range” meant he’d been on some hush-hush mission that nobody was allowed to discuss.

      “Is he coming home?”

      “Not at the moment. He can’t. Hell, he wasn’t even meant to call me, and if he gets distracted, that could cost lives.” Knox cursed under his breath. “I said I’d do what I could, okay? But I know nothing about the legal system.”

      “Other than how to circumvent it on occasion?”

      That got me a half-smile. “Yeah, maybe.”
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      Fenika Ganaway was a petite Black girl who scuttled out a side door of the residential centre to meet us by a bench in the courtyard. Her skinny jeans were on the wrong side of baggy, and she kept her hands stuffed into the pockets of an NYU hoodie that dwarfed her. I couldn’t see much of her face since the hood was up, but her tears glistened under the streetlights.

      “We have a nine o’clock curfew,” she said right away. A stickler for the rules? “You’re Knox?”

      “Yeah, and this is Hallie.”

      They stared at each other, two strangers, neither of them sure where to start.

      “Could you tell us what happened?” I asked gently. “Knox spoke to Cal, but I don’t think he had all the details.”

      “I don’t have the details either!”

      “Micah got arrested?”

      “They came to the apartment and took him. For questioning, they said, but he didn’t come back, and these people…” She jerked her head toward the squat brick building next to us. “These people say he’s gotta stay in jail.”

      “Have you spoken to him since?”

      “One time. He told me to be strong and everything would get fixed, that he hadn’t done anything and the cops would work that out, so why isn’t he here?”

      “What did they accuse him of doing?”

      Yes, Knox had already told me, but I wanted to hear it in Fenika’s own words.

      “They said he took some girl, but that’s bullshit.” She shook her head. “Micah wouldn’t lay a finger on anyone, let alone a kid.”

      “A kid?”

      I began to get a bad, bad feeling about this.

      “A rich little white girl got snatched outta her bed, so who do they blame?”

      “Vonnie Feinstein? Are you talking about Vonnie Feinstein?”

      The story had been all over the news for the past week. Eight-year-old Vonnie had disappeared from her bed in a well-heeled Richmond suburb sometime between nine p.m. and the early hours. Her devastated parents had been interviewed on every news channel, and half of the state’s paparazzi were camping outside their home. Nick, one of Blackwood’s directors, lived less than a mile away, and he said it was a circus. The cops thought Micah Ganaway was involved in Vonnie’s disappearance?

      Fenika nodded. “That’s what they said her name was, but he never met her. I mean, why would he? Those kinda people don’t eat dinner at Burger Ace.”

      “That’s where he works?”

      “Worked. When he didn’t show up for Saturday’s shift, his boss fired him on Twitter.” A choke-sob burst from Fenika’s throat. “I got no clue how we’re gonna pay the rent, and the landlord’s an asshole. Like, a real dick. He’ll kick us out for sure, and what’ll happen to our stuff? These people won’t let me go home, not even to get more clothes. They just made me stuff whatever I could carry into a trash bag and drove me here. When will Micah come back? I need him to come back.”

      “Did he hire a lawyer?” I asked.

      “He said the cops found him one, but the guy didn’t seem much good.”

      “So, a public defender?”

      “I guess. Not as if we have enough money to pay for an attorney ourselves, is it? What can I do? How can I get him out of there? You don’t know my brother the way I do—there’s no way he’d have hurt anyone. I feel real bad for that little girl’s family, but they’re trying to pin this on the wrong person.”

      And if that was true, then whoever took Vonnie Feinstein was still walking free.

      If that was true.

      I’d never even met Micah Ganaway. He could be a sociopath for all I knew. The only evidence we had to the contrary was the word of two people, one of whom was technically still a child.

      But I also knew what it was like to be accused of a crime I didn’t commit.

      “There isn’t much we can do tonight, but we’ll speak to some people in the morning, okay? Find out what’s going on. Do you know the lawyer’s name?”

      She shook her head again. “Do I have to stay here? They said I did, but I’m sixteen. I can take care of myself. Been doing that for years while Micah’s out at work, anyway.” Her voice hitched. “And the other kids, they’re mean.”

      Sixteen, but in that moment, she sounded so much younger. And scared. Wouldn’t anyone be if their whole family had been torn away from them? Even if Micah was guilty, Fenika didn’t deserve to be collateral damage.

      “We’ll look into that too, but there are rules the Department of Social Services needs to follow.”

      “Rules suck.” She turned to Knox. “You know Cal from the Navy?”

      “We served together.”

      “Is he coming home? I asked him, but he wouldn’t give me a straight answer.”

      “I’m sure he’s doing everything he can to get away, but it’s difficult for him to jump on a plane from…out there.”

      A silhouette appeared in the doorway, a stocky woman. “Curfew!”

      “Don’t make me go back in there. Please.” A note of panic came into Fenika’s voice. “Take me with you?”

      If we did that, the cops would be investigating two child abductions instead of one. “Just stay here for a few more days while we ask questions. This might all get cleared up tomorrow.”

      “We’ll come back,” Knox promised. “Whatever happens, we’ll come back.” Uncertainty crept into his voice as he glanced my way. “Won’t we?”

      Why not? It wasn’t as if I had a social life. Mercy, my bestie, spent her days plotting how to spend a billion dollars of stolen cash—not even kidding—and my other roommate was a parrot.

      And besides, I was curious. You see, Vonnie Feinstein wasn’t the only little girl to have disappeared from her bed. Five years ago, Mila Carmody had vanished into the dark, and despite an extensive investigation by both Blackwood and the police, no trace of her had ever been found. Cold cases were my bedtime reading, and that one…that one had stuck. The media were already speculating about a connection, and the possibility intrigued me.

      “Sure, I’ll come back.”

      And Knox could buy me dessert too.
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      “How was the meeting with Hamble Corp?” Dan asked.

      “The CEO tried to poach Georgia for his finance team, but apart from that? Good.”

      “Hope she turned him down.”

      “Very diplomatically.”

      Georgia had been a lucky find. She’d started out as a client for Nick’s Executive Protection team, but after being shot at and rescued, she’d ended up dating one of Emmy Black’s exes. Now she used her accounting skills to ferret out fraud and money laundering schemes for Blackwood. Only part-time because she had a daughter now, but Dan said one of Georgia was worth two of most other people, so the arrangement worked well.

      “Can’t imagine Georgia being anything but diplomatic. She is a senator’s daughter, after all.”

      “True. How was your vacation?”

      Dan had flown back from Florida early this morning, and if the colour of her face was any indication, she’d spent most of the past week on the beach.

      “Hot.” She passed a hand over her forehead and grinned. “In and out of the bedroom. To think I once thought monogamy would be a fate worse than death. And speaking of hot, did Knox find you yesterday?”

      “Dan! You’re practically married.”

      “Does that make me blind? Knox?”

      “Did you watch the news while you were away? Or were you too preoccupied with Ethan’s naked ass?”

      “I can multitask,” Dan said, but she quickly screwed up her face. “He hates when I do that.”

      Too much information. “Okay, so what story’s been front and centre this week?”

      “That guy who tried to get a gator to open his can of beer, but it bit off his—”

      “Euew, no!”

      “Chill, they reattached it.”

      “That’s not what I’m talking about.”

      “Okay, do you mean the woman who got confused between hairspray and bear mace?”

      How was that even possible? “Not that either.”

      “The home invasion gang that gorged themselves on illegal moonshine and then fell asleep, Goldilocks-style?”

      We were going to be here all day, weren’t we? “Vonnie Feinstein?”

      “Oh, Virginia news. I’ve been watching Florida news.” Then the wheels turned. “Shit, Knox’s friend is involved in that?”

      “His friend’s brother. Maybe. It’s kind of a mess. Now that the Hamble Corp meeting’s over, I was planning to spend my lunch break tracking down Micah Ganaway’s attorney.”

      “Micah Ganaway? As in Calvin Ganaway? His brother?”

      “Cal, yes. You know him?”

      “I know Emmy wants him for her Special Projects team.”

      “He’s that good?”

      “Apparently. Which means that if he leaves the SEALs, he’ll have a dozen job offers on the table, and we want him to pick us. So when you start digging into this, think of it as a reverse job interview.”

      “Digging into this? I only said I’d find the name of the public defender as a favour to Knox.”

      “What cases do you have on your docket?”

      “Uh…”

      Dan patted me on the shoulder. “Emmy encourages us to take on pro bono work from time to time.”

      “Are you serious?”

      “Consider it a challenge.”

      “But…but…Micah Ganaway’s in jail. Where do I start? How can I even ask him what happened?”

      “Easy. First, you drive to Queen of Tarts and buy a dozen mixed donuts, and on the way back, you drop by the Grindhouse and pick up a triple espresso with caramel syrup. Then you take the whole lot up to Emmy’s office, smile sweetly, and ask her to make you an appointment.”

      “At the jail?”

      Dan just stared at me.

      “Uh, I’ll get my car key.”
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      Every man had his price, so Emmy said, and the Richmond City Sheriff had been bought for a “reasonable” donation to the Sport4Kids community project. I was undecided on the ethics of that. Sure, there was a degree of corruption involved, but hey, they were kids. And didn’t every child deserve the chance to play softball?

      Dubious morals aside, my name was on Micah Ganaway’s visitor list for tomorrow morning, thirty minutes max. Thankfully, Emmy had bought two seats at the table, and Dan had agreed to come with me, primarily out of a desire for justice—missing kids were the worst type of crime, and the Mila Carmody case had been one of hers—but partly out of curiosity.

      After all, didn’t everyone want to meet a celebrity?

      The news about Micah Ganaway’s arrest had broken this afternoon. Details of his arraignment had leaked, and now the whole world knew he’d been charged with the abduction of Vonnie Feinstein, missing and now presumed dead. The media circus had moved from Rybridge to the Richmond City Detention Center, and now we’d have to run the gauntlet of cameras before we could get inside.

      “Good thing Emmy’s not with us,” Dan muttered. “She’d rather break in than walk past that crowd.”

      “At least they don’t know who we’re here to visit.”

      “Let’s keep it that way for as long as possible.”

      The jail’s dress code specified modesty. No tight-fitting pants, no exposed cleavage, all skirts to be at least knee-length. Dan had run into a department store on the way and bought a whole new outfit, and now she kept pulling at the turtleneck as if it were strangling her. At least they brought out a female deputy to search us. If a man had put his hands on me that way, I’d probably have puked.

      A quarter-hour later, we got our first good look at Micah Ganaway. The pictures splashed across the news didn’t do him justice, or had the reporters picked the most unflattering ones out of spite? Smooth light brown skin, neatly cropped hair, an athletic physique, and cheekbones to die for. But the eyes… The eyes were all kinds of hurt and angry and scared. Bewildered. And when he turned them on us, confused.

      “I’m in the wrong place.”

      The deputy looked at us, then back to Micah. “These people are on your defence team, that’s what Sheriff Bailey said. Your investigators?”

      The deputy turned to Dan for confirmation, and she nodded. “That’s right. His brother hired us.”

      Micah took a seat at the table, and his cuffs clanked against the metal surface. “You’re private investigators?”

      Dan folded her arms. “Oh, I’m sorry, were you expecting someone with a dick?”

      Right away, he backed down. “Cal said he’d called a buddy of his, and I just figured…”

      “The buddy called us. I’m Dan, and this is Hallie. And since we’ve only got half an hour together, you need to start talking. What happened?”

      “Ask the cops. I didn’t know nothing about nothing until they broke the damn door down.”

      “I’m asking you. Why did they break down your door and not somebody else’s? There must have been a reason.”

      “You think they need a reason?” Micah looked both of us over. “Yeah, figures. Not like they’d come to your door.”

      “Time’s ticking.”

      “They keep asking me where the girl is. That little girl who disappeared. And I keep telling them I don’t know. She’s a kid, man. I’d never touch a kid. That’s messed up.”

      “So why do they think you did? You’ve been charged with her abduction, so there must be some kind of evidence.”

      “Because I went for a walk. A damn walk. I was in her neighbourhood, and some busybody thought I looked ‘suspicious…’” He raised his hands, I guessed to make those air quotes, but quickly remembered they were cuffed together. Lowered them again. “So she made a note of my licence plate, and when the cops spoke to her about the kid, she told them I’d been there.”

      “This was on the day Vonnie disappeared?” Vonnie. Dan used her name to humanise her. I noted Micah had avoided doing that.

      “The day before, that’s what they said.”

      “Do you often walk in her neighbourhood?”

      “Naw, first time and last time.”

      “So why did you walk there that day?”

      “The light was good. I was driving through, and the light was good, so I stopped to take pictures. I’m a photographer. I mean, I work in a restaurant most of the time, but someday, I want to be a pro photographer. I got a website. Sell prints to make a few extra bucks. Do weddings too, birthdays, proms, anniversaries… And dogs. Took some photos of a dog in Bryan Park a year ago, and the lady wanted them printed onto canvas for her wall. Told all her friends about me, and suddenly I’m the dog photographer. Money’s decent, though.” He’d been smiling as he spoke about his work, but now his expression soured. “Was decent. Ain’t nobody gonna hire me after this.”

      “So the light was good, and you stopped to take pictures. What did you take pictures of?”

      “The sunset, mainly. Trees, the skyline. A group of boys playing soccer. Caught them in silhouette against the horizon. Gave them my card, told them the pictures would be on my website in a couple weeks, and they said they’d take a look.”

      “And this was in Rybridge Fields?”

      “Yeah?” Micah shrugged. “I guess. Big green space with soccer pitches and nature trails. Lotta dogs, and half of them were wearing those little sweaters. Figured I’d go back later, put up some posters, see if any of the owners wanted pictures. People who live in Rybridge, they can afford it.”

      The Feinsteins lived two blocks from the park. The homes on that street went for big bucks, not as fancy as the mansion Mila Carmody’s parents lived in, but definitely in the “aspirational” rather than the “realistic” category for most people. Yes, the folks there had money.

      But the cops had charged a man for taking photos of the sunset? No, I couldn’t see it. Although the Richmond PD sure did have its problems. A little over a year ago, Blackwood had uncovered a child sex ring, and guess who’d been a member? That’s right: Chief Garland himself. I used the past tense because he’d shot himself rather than face the consequences, and the new chief was rumoured to be cleaning house. But there’d been a lot of dirty cops in that department, so said Dan, who knew these things, and it stood to reason that he hadn’t managed to sweep all of them out the door yet.

      “Was Vonnie in any of the pictures, Micah?” I asked, and fear flashed in his eyes.

      Nailed it.

      “I never knew it was her, I swear! The cops said I followed her home, but I didn’t.”

      “Where were you that night?”

      “In my apartment.”

      “Fenika lives with you?”

      “Yeah, but she was at a ballet camp that weekend.” Pride crept into his voice. “She’s an amazing dancer, my sister. One day, she’s gonna be on stage. And she’s smart. Pretends she isn’t, but she’s got brains.”

      “Why would she pretend she isn’t smart?”

      “Bullies, they don’t like the clever kids. Year before last, she had to change schools because it got so bad, so now she stays under the radar if you know what I mean.”

      I thought back to the bullies in my old high school. “I do know what you mean.”

      But what the bullies hadn’t realised was that I’d grown up in a trailer park in the rough end of town. The unofficial motto of Aspen Meadows—which was a bullshit name because there were no trees and no grass either—was fight or die. So when a bunch of kids cornered me in the hallway two weeks into the new term, I’d punched the biggest one in the face and broken her nose. Earned me a trip to the principal’s office, but they left me alone after that. When Mom found out, she’d just shrugged. Didn’t care. She didn’t much care about anything but where her next drink was coming from.

      “So you took pictures of Vonnie the day before she disappeared, and you have no alibi for the night of her abduction,” Dan summarised. “What else? I can see them questioning you for that, but not charging you. There must be something else.”

      Now Micah shifted uncomfortably. “They searched the apartment. My car too.”

      “And what did they find?”

      “Trash bags,” he mumbled. “And twine, and a spade, and gloves. And a knife in the glove compartment.” So basically a kidnap kit. Sheesh. “Probably shouldn’t’ve had the knife, but I do yard work on the side. Course I’m gonna have that shit in my car. They said there was a hair too, a blonde hair, but I only bought the car two months ago, and getting it detailed would’ve took money I don’t have. Who knows where the damn hair came from?”

      “Was the former owner a woman?”

      “A man, but he could’ve had a girlfriend, right? The cops keep asking me where I buried her. The girl, I mean. Over, and over and over.” Micah raised his hands to his head and raked at his scalp. “Can’t tell them what I don’t know, but they won’t stop.”

      “When you say ‘they,’ who are you talking about?” Dan asked. “Which detectives have the case?”

      “Said their names were Duncan and Prestia. Duncan’s a real asshole.”

      Dan snorted softly at the last comment, and I figured she was acquainted with Duncan. I’d avoided much interaction with the Richmond PD so far myself, but I suspected that was going to change real soon.

      “We’ll speak to them, find out what we can. And I understand you have a public defender representing you? Del Farmer?”

      “He said that if I just told him the truth, said what I’d done with the body, then the prosecutor would work out some kind of a deal. I thought the lawyer was meant to be on my side? He won’t listen to a word I say.”

      That didn’t surprise me—I’d looked up Farmer before we left the office this morning, and his speciality was plea bargains. Of the handful of cases that had actually made it as far as a trial, he’d lost three-quarters of them. If Micah was telling the truth, then that didn’t bode well.

      Dan sat back in her chair, legs crossed at the ankles, looking more comfortable than she had a right to since it was made from metal and bolted to the floor.

      “Got any other skeletons in your closet? If we’re gonna check into this, we need to know everything.”

      Micah closed his eyes, and from the way he sucked in a breath, I knew something bad was coming. Just how awful would it be?

      “When I was seventeen, I was dating this girl, and we started sexting. You know, pictures of—”

      “I know what sexting is.”

      “Her mom found the pictures, and she didn’t much like me, so she reported it to the cops and they charged me with distribution of child pornography.”

      Seriously? If that was a crime, then half of the kids I went to high school with would be in jail. There were probably pictures of me in my underwear floating around in cyberspace. I wasn’t proud of them now, but sixteen-year-old me had thought my C-cups were splendid and therefore a gift that should be shared with the world. Eight years on, I understood just how evil that world could be.

      “Were you convicted?” Dan asked.

      Micah shook his head. “I was wearing track pants, just—” His cheeks darkened. “Just, you know, hard, and my attorney argued that the images weren’t sexually explicit. But it’ll be on my record.”

      And most people wouldn’t care about the details. They’d see child pornography plus abduction of a minor, put two and two together, and make first-degree murder. Micah Ganaway was in a whole world of trouble.

      “This is gonna get out.”

      “I understand that.” He put his head in his hands. “I understand that, and whatever happens to me, I need to protect my sister. Even if that means pleading guilty to something I didn’t do, I need to protect her. I’m not stupid—I know they’ll throw everything my way to get their conviction, I’ve seen it a hundred times—but Fen’s done nothing wrong. I have to know she’ll be okay.”

      The anguish in his voice couldn’t be faked, and at that moment, I felt genuinely sorry for him. Knox said Micah had put his own dreams on hold so Fenika wouldn’t have to go into the foster system, and it had to be killing him that she’d ended up there anyway.

      “I saw her last night, and I’ll meet with her again tonight,” I told him. “If there’s anything we can do to help her, then we will, and in the meantime, we’ll take a look through the evidence.”

      “What happened to the photos you took that day?” Dan asked.

      “The cops have my camera. I worked for a damn year to buy the body, another year for the lens. They got my laptop too.”

      “Before they took them, did you save the pictures? Put them on your website? Upload them to cloud storage?”

      “No, but Fen might’ve. She helps me out with that side of things—image processing, printing, mailing orders. I’m not sure whether she did that batch yet.”

      “We’ll ask her. Now, I want you to run me through that night you went to Rybridge. Start to finish, and don’t skip any details. Somebody abducted Vonnie Feinstein, and if it wasn’t you, then maybe you’re a witness.”

      “But I didn’t see anything.”

      “You’re a photographer. You saw plenty, and it’s our job to work out whether any of it was important. Now, from the top…”
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      “Apart from the hair, which may or may not be Vonnie’s, the evidence is all circumstantial,” I said to Dan as we rode back to Blackwood’s headquarters. Even though we were in Dan’s Camaro, I was driving because only people with a death wish climbed into a car with her behind the wheel.

      “It is, but there’s still something I’m not getting.”

      If that was the case, then I also wasn’t getting it.

      “Like what?”

      “Statistically, who’s most likely to murder a child?”

      Finally, a question I could answer. “A parent.”

      “Or somebody they know. And who’s way down the list?”

      “A stranger.”

      “Exactly. So why did the cops jump to Micah Ganaway so fast?”

      “The parents were out that evening, so they probably had an alibi. We need to look at the babysitter?”

      “Yeah, we need to look at the babysitter. Did you babysit as a teenager?”

      “Didn’t everybody?”

      Although most folks at Aspen Meadows had seen childcare as an unnecessary expense. Why pay someone to watch a kid when the kid could watch TV instead? Learning to cook dinner had been a rite of passage for every tweenager who lived there. But in the suburbs nearby, parents saw the benefits of hiring a babysitter, and I’d picked up steady work from the age of sixteen. Mostly, it had been easy money, but I’d never forget the day I assumed responsibility for Satan’s twin daughters—one ran out the front door, one ran out the back door, and when I tried to find them, they snuck inside, locked me out, and turned the sprinklers on.

      “Ever invite a boy over after the kid went to bed?”

      “Once or twice.”

      “What if Vonnie’s babysitter had a friend? Add it to the list. Also relatives—uncles, aunts, cousins, grandparents. Find out if there’s been animosity between them and Vonnie’s parents, or whether any of them have a record. Check into finances too. Remember that case in the UK where the mom faked the abduction of her own kid to make money from the publicity?”

      I’d listened to the podcast, horrified. “Yup.”

      “There’re some sick, sick people out there. We need to talk to the cops too.” Dan grimaced. “Micah’s right: Duncan is an asshole. Try Prestia first.”

      “He’s okay?”

      “I’ve never crossed paths with him before, so maybe he’s new? Whatever, he can’t be worse than Duncan. And here’s another angle to try—could Micah have been framed? Not long after I started at Blackwood, Duncan got caught planting a baggie of heroin on a kid at a traffic stop, and hair’s easier to get hold of than dope.”

      “How does he still have a job?”

      “Because the whole damn department was corrupt, remember? Now it’s more like half-corrupt, but I still don’t trust those cops as far as I can throw them, and I’m pretty short and also not great at pitching.”

      “Are you sure I can’t go back to investigating corporate fraud? I’m good at that.”

      Dan patted me on the arm. “Have faith in yourself, sister. Enjoy the challenge.”

      “What I’d enjoy is a week in the Caribbean.”

      “Then let’s make a deal. Prove who did this, one way or the other, and I’ll strong-arm Emmy into lending you her private island for a week.”

      Good luck to anyone that tried to strong-arm Emmy into anything, but I didn’t doubt that she’d agree to Dan’s terms. She might be an actual freaking assassin, but once you got past the potty mouth, the prickly outer layers, and the fact that she could shoot a man in cold blood without flinching, she was weirdly nice. And her island was rumoured to be a tropical paradise. Seeing as I was saving to eventually buy my own home, my finances ran to “three stars in Virginia Beach” rather than “billionaires’ playground,” so Dan’s offer was a damn good one.

      “I’ll speak to Prestia.”

      “Attagirl.”
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      “Can I interest you in our pre-weekend special? Any grande coffee and a muffin of your choice for half price.”

      Friday special. It was a Friday special. Why couldn’t people just say what they meant? But I did like the idea of a chocolate muffin.

      “Sure, why not?”

      Since our meeting with Micah, we’d had two small breaks. The first came when Fenika told me that she had indeed uploaded the photos from that day to her brother’s cloud drive. As I waited for my order at the Grindhouse, Blackwood’s Cyber team was combing through every image for clues that might help us.

      Of course, every silver lining had a cloud, and that cloud had been the bruise on Fenika’s cheek. She’d tried to hide it, but it was the size of a nickel and the shape of Texas. Kids could be so cruel. When news of Micah’s arrest came out, it hadn’t taken long for Fenika’s peers to start with the name-calling and worse. Once again, she’d begged Knox and me to take her home, but we couldn’t. I’d wanted to, but we couldn’t. Knox was going to speak with Cal, see if there was a way to get an advocate appointed for Fenika in her family’s absence.

      The second break? When I searched online for Detective Prestia, I’d recognised the oh-so-serious man staring back at me from the “Meet our newest members” post on the police department’s social media feed. He’d been ahead of me in line when I picked up Emmy’s coffee on Tuesday. I confess he’d caught my eye because he was hot—and as Dan said, even if a woman wasn’t available, that didn’t make her blind—but now that I knew he was a cop, any appeal he might have had vanished in a heartbeat. Why were the pretty ones always pricks?

      Anyhow, I figured running into him by “chance” might have a better likelihood of success than me calling to request a meeting or stalking him home, and what better way to start documenting my thoughts on the case than over coffee and carbs in a reasonably upscale café? I only hoped Prestia was a regular.

      Five coffees, four muffins, three bathroom breaks, and a whole bunch of caffeine jitters later, he finally walked through the door. I’d almost given up hope. Now I just needed to convince him to talk to me without coming across like a manic idiot. Mental note: switch to decaf.

      What would Dan do? Probably dazzle him with her boobs, which wasn’t a possibility for me. And Emmy would hog-tie him, which wasn’t an option either. I slipped into line behind him, pondering my options, only to get distracted by an idiot spitting on a panhandler sitting outside the window. What an asshole. The spitter, not the homeless guy. Chances were, he couldn’t help his situation, and he’d been ready with a smile and a “Morning, ma’am” when I walked inside.

      There were still three people in front of Prestia. I had a spare moment.

      “I’m just gonna take this muffin to the guy outside,” I called to the cashier. “I’ll pay with my order.”

      Since I’d left my laptop on the table and tipped her well all morning, I figured she wouldn’t mind. And it only took a second to put the smile back on the homeless man’s face. So many people were only one paycheck away from the streets, and if Blackwood hadn’t taken me in, I might have ended up there myself.

      But when I got back inside, it seemed that not everyone felt the same way.

      “Why do you waste your money on people like those?” a woman seated at a table near the door asked.

      “People like what?”

      “Vagrants.”

      “Everybody has to eat.”

      And what right did she have to judge people? Maybe if she’d just gone back to her frou-frou coffee and bran muffin, I’d have left it there, but of course, she didn’t.

      “You oughta be ashamed of yourself. It should be illegal.”

      “What should be illegal? Homelessness?”

      “Enabling those people to clutter up the streets.”

      “Are you kidding me? Why don’t you call the cops and tell them to arrest me for buying a snack?”

      “I don’t like your attitude, young lady.”

      “Well, I don’t like yours. It’s barely above freezing, and I took the guy a freaking muffin. If you had an ounce of compassion in that scrawny body of yours, you’d buy him a hot drink to go with it. But seeing as you don’t, how about you get outta my face and shut your nasty mouth instead? Didn’t your momma ever teach you to mind your own business?”

      The entire café had fallen silent. Every single head was turned in our direction. Congratulations, Hallie. A masterclass in how not to conduct an investigation.

      But then somebody at the back began to clap, and a girl called, “I’ll get the guy a coffee.”

      Another voice, male this time. “You should pack up your bran muffin and leave, lady.”

      But the woman still wasn’t done.

      “Are you happy now that you’ve caused a scene? Attention seeking, that’s what floozies like you are. Maybe I will call the police and report you for disturbing the peace.”

      I felt rather than saw Prestia step up behind me.

      “Ma’am, I’m a police officer, and if you do that, I’ll arrest you for filing a false report.” Prestia’s accent told me he wasn’t from around here, so Dan might have been right about him being a transplant. His voice held a hint of the south but not a full-on drawl. “And just so we’re clear here, being homeless isn’t a crime. The gentleman at the back offered you good advice, so I suggest you take it.”

      She opened her mouth. Wisely closed it again, then wrapped the remains of the bran muffin in a napkin and scuttled out the door.

      Whew.

      Everyone in line bought something for the homeless guy—a sandwich, a bottle of juice, a cookie—and when Prestia reached the counter, he turned to me. Hoo boy. He was even hotter the second time around. Short hair the colour of molten chocolate, matching eyes with gold flecks that twinkled as he glanced at the door behind me. Kind eyes. Watchful eyes. His facial hair was too short for a beard, too long for a five o’clock shadow, but the not-quite-polished look suited him. And when he smiled… Oh, he could be in Hollywood with those teeth.

      “What can I get you?” he asked.

      “Me?”

      “One good turn deserves another.”

      Well, this was an interesting development. “Uh, a decaf latte and an apple.”

      “Decaf? You drink decaf?” He sounded incredulous.

      “Today, I do.”

      “And the apple?”

      “I already ate my weekly allowance of carbs this morning.”

      Prestia gave me a slow once-over from head to toe, and that did nothing for my temperature. Forget undressing me with his eyes, he peeled me like a crawfish and tossed me into a pan of boiling water. Then his lips quirked.

      “Give me a granola cup and an Americano, plus a decaf latte and an apple for the lady.” He didn’t look away from me as he spoke. “And put our homeless friend’s muffin on my tab.”

      “I’ve got a table over there in the corner if you want to join me?”

      “I usually get takeout.”

      Another stranger spoke up, a grey-haired lady eating a pink cupcake. “No wedding ring. You should join her, hun. She’s a good one.”

      Prestia’s twitching lips spread into a genuine smile, and damn, that was devastating.

      “How can I argue with that?” He glanced at his watch and shrugged. “Lead the way.”
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      Ford Prestia shouldn’t have been taking a break from the Feinstein case to eat a mid-morning snack, and he definitely shouldn’t have been taking a break from the Feinstein case to eat that snack with a pretty woman. But fuck it. Duncan was an asshole marking time while he waited to collect Social Security, at least, he had been until he saw one last shot at glory, and the fewer hours Ford had to spend with him, the better. Back in New Orleans, he’d have picked up a drink for his partner too, but Duncan could buy his own damn coffee.

      The object of Ford’s fascination sashayed to the table in the corner where she had a laptop set up. On the previous two occasions he’d seen her—this past Tuesday and early last week—she’d ordered to go. Why was she working in the café today? Didn’t she have an office? Perhaps she wasn’t from around here, which might explain the accent. She had a twang you didn’t hear much in these parts, and it only became more pronounced when she was angry. Angry. The sight of the willowy blonde laying into that stuck-up bitch shouldn’t have been a turn-on, but Ford couldn’t deny how it had affected him. At least he hadn’t been the target of her tongue today, although maybe in the future, he wouldn’t mind becoming better acquainted.

      For fuck’s sake, Prestia.

      Picking up women on duty was a no-no, and hadn’t he decided to focus on his job for now? He’d just gotten out of a long-term relationship—much to his sister’s relief because Sylvie had never gotten along with Eliette—and he was in no hurry to get tangled up again. But something casual…

      “Do you come here often?” the blonde asked, sitting down and closing her laptop in one smooth motion. “Sorry, that sounded like a pickup line, and it definitely wasn’t.” Well, at least she’d cleared that up. “Thanks for your help back there.”

      “Just doing my civic duty.” Ford took a seat opposite. “Cops don’t appreciate having their time wasted. And in answer to your question, I come here most days. They seem to serve the best coffee in this part of town.”

      “They do. My boss’s boss is a real coffee snob, and this is her favourite place.”

      “A coffee snob? Maybe you should introduce us.”

      “Uh…”

      Why did she look so horrified?

      “Relax, I’m kidding. I just like good coffee, that’s all. Took about two weeks after I moved here for the assholes in the department to start calling me Esprestia.”

      Now she seemed puzzled. “Esprestia?”

      “Shit, sorry, I should have introduced myself.” Ford held out a hand. Usually he was smoother than this, but when she put her hand into his, he jolted as something passed between them. A connection. “Ford Prestia.”

      She had the most beautifully expressive face, but instead of the smile he’d hoped to see, there was a moment’s pause, and then he got shock. Shock and—if he wasn’t mistaken—a hint of nervousness.

      “You okay?”

      “We shouldn’t be talking to each other.”

      What? Why? “If it’s about the incident outside the wine bar on Seventeenth, I swear that was a one-off. I’d drunk too much, and I never normally sing in public.”

      “Huh? No, it’s not that. You’re investigating the Feinstein abduction, right?”

      Prickles rose on the back of Ford’s neck. The laptop, the endless carbs… “Ah, fuck. You’re a reporter?”

      “A reporter? No, no way.”

      “Then what…?”

      “I’m investigating the case too.”

      “You?”

      She snatched her hand away and faced up to him, arms akimbo. “Yes, on behalf of Micah Ganaway. And why not me? You think because I’m young and female that I’m incapable?”

      Because she was female? No, that didn’t come into it. But she was young. Hell, she barely looked old enough to have graduated college, which was another reason why Ford’s dick shouldn’t have been twitching in his pants.

      “You’re working for Ganaway? I didn’t think he had enough money to hire his own investigator.”

      “His brother retained us.”

      “Us?”

      “I work for Blackwood Security.”

      Blackwood Security. Two words that cast fear into the heart of the Richmond PD. The enemy, or at least, they were according to Duncan. The folks from Blackwood bent the rules regularly, straight-up broke them on occasion, and generally rode roughshod over the entire department. Ford had always figured their paths would cross eventually; he just hadn’t expected it to be under these circumstances.

      But he couldn’t deny he was curious. Did everyone who worked for Blackwood look like this girl? If they did, then maybe he was in the wrong damn job.

      “Interesting.”

      “Interesting? Have you heard of Blackwood?”

      “I’m aware of their reputation.”

      “Then why haven’t you tossed your coffee over me and bolted out the door?”

      “Waste good coffee? No, I don’t think so. And I still don’t know your name.”

      The tension in her shoulders eased a fraction. “Hallie. Hallie Chastain.”

      “Well, Hallie Chastain, you’re right. I probably shouldn’t be talking to you.”

      “And yet you are.”

      “And yet I am.”

      So, Micah Ganaway had a team of investigators working for him, and not just any old team of investigators, but one with a history of cracking cases, one way or another. And why shouldn’t he? Everyone accused of a crime had the right to mount a defence. And in truth, Ford was glad Ganaway had people fighting his corner. Something about the case didn’t sit right with him. Duncan was convinced they had their man, but everything Ford had seen so far told him Duncan was a sloppy detective. He took shortcuts. And for whatever reason, he had blinders on when it came to Micah Ganaway. As soon as they’d gotten the tip about his car being in the area, Duncan had latched onto the kid as a suspect and gone all out to fit the evidence to the crime rather than the other way around. And now he wanted to pin a second kidnapping on Ganaway as well.

      But with Blackwood involved, it might not quite be the slam dunk Duncan wanted to believe it was. How long had Hallie been working on the case? What information did she have on that laptop of hers?

      “Tell me, Hallie, why does the Richmond PD dislike Blackwood so intensely?”

      She tilted her head to one side. “Don’t you already know the answer?”

      “I know an answer, but I want to hear your version.”

      “They don’t like us because we shine a light on their mistakes. Uncover the issues they want to sweep under the rug, such as the fact that their former chief was a freaking child molester.” Now Ford got his smile, but it was sly rather than sweet. “Tell me, Ford,” she mimicked. “How many officers in the Richmond PD are still aligned with Chief Garland? How many rotten apples are still clinging to the tree?”

      A question he’d asked himself many, many times. Even in New Orleans, they’d heard about the trouble surrounding the department and Chief Garland, and in all honesty, Ford hadn’t wanted to work there. He’d liked his old job. He missed his old job.

      So how did he end up as Duncan’s sidekick?

      Firstly, and most importantly, his sister needed his support, and she lived in Chesterfield, Virginia. Ford had applied for a deputy position at the Chesterfield County Sheriff’s Office, and although he’d been offered the role, it would have meant a step down the ladder, career-wise.

      Then Richmond’s new police chief, Jerome Broussard, had heard of Ford’s plans and given him a call personally. Would he be interested in a lateral move? Yes, the commute would be longer, but the pay would be better, and he’d keep his detective grade. Which meant that when Sylvie’s divorce came through and the custody arrangements were finalised, it would be a hell of a lot easier to go back home.

      Broussard had headed up the New Orleans PD before he was hired to clean house in Virginia, and Ford had a lot of respect for the man. At the start of Broussard’s tenure, the NOPD had been rife with corruption, but through determination, diplomacy when required, and a general unwillingness to take shit from anyone, Broussard had built a culture of integrity. A real team. Ford had faith he’d do the same in Richmond, but the structural problems couldn’t be fixed overnight. Not with officers like Detective Duncan hanging on by their fingernails.

      “How many rotten apples?” He shrugged, not wanting to admit the depth of the problem to a woman who worked for the opposing side. “One or two.”

      She snorted. “And the rest.”

      “If you know the answer, then why ask the question?”

      “Because I wanted to hear your version.”

      Ford liked this girl. Heaven help him, but he liked her. He blew on his Americano. Took a sip and stirred his granola, thinking. Blackwood got results, and from what he’d heard, those results were usually the right ones. They didn’t have to play politics. Sure, they wanted to please their clients, but their founder was a billionaire—he wasn’t going to lose sleep if one or two of those clients ended up disgruntled. Ford’s partner, on the other hand, spent more time watching the news coverage than he did reviewing the evidence, and the media wanted someone—anyone—to hang for Vonnie Feinstein’s disappearance. The talking heads shouldn’t have influenced Duncan’s actions, but they did. He longed for the accolades. Broussard had to be feeling the pressure too—the Feinsteins had donated a tidy sum to their congressman, and he’d called at least twice that Ford knew of.

      “Hallie Chastain.” Her name slipped from his lips before he could stop it, and she quirked an eyebrow. “Are you going to be a pain in my ass?”

      “Probably.”

      At least she was honest. “Have you spoken with Micah Ganaway?”

      “Yesterday.”

      “And do you think he did it?”

      A poor PI would have said no. A lawyer would have said “no comment.” But Hallie considered the question, then gave a one-shouldered shrug.

      “Honestly? I don’t know. I’ve only had the case for three days. But I do know that your case is thin as it stands at the moment.” Couldn’t argue with that. “I mean, he went for a walk, took some pictures, and had gardening equipment in his trunk.”

      “Don’t forget the knife concealed in his glove compartment.”

      “He wasn’t in the car when you found it, therefore it wasn’t about his person.” She made a noise like a game-show buzzer. “No crime.”

      “It’s circumstantial evidence.”

      “Was there blood on the knife? Hair? Skin cells? Any other trace of Vonnie Feinstein?”

      “No, but there was blood in the trunk.”

      She froze momentarily, and he realised he’d caught her off guard. That little snippet of information hadn’t reached her delicate ears yet, probably because he’d only just heard the news himself. The forensics team had turned up a darkened spot on the very edge of the carpet. Preliminary indications suggested it was a bloodstain, although whose blood it was or whether it was even human were questions that still needed to be answered.

      “Fresh blood?”

      “It’s still being tested.”

      “Micah bought the car second-hand.”

      “As I said, it’s still being tested. Plus we found a footprint outside Vonnie’s window from a size eleven sneaker. Micah Ganaway takes a size eleven.”

      “Did you match
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